Evaluation of bowel function and fecal continence in 594 Finnish individuals aged 4 to 26 years.
Limited information exists on what constitutes normal bowel function in children and adolescents. This information is essential for determining outcomes of surgery for anorectal malformations and other colonic disorders. The aim of this study was to define bowel function and fecal continence in a large sample of individuals aged 4 to 26 years. This investigation is a cross-sectional cohort study. Five hundred ninety-four individuals aged 4 to 26 years were randomly selected from the population register of Finland. Participants anonymously answered a previously validated 7-item postal questionnaire on bowel function. The primary outcomes measured were bowel function score, fecal continence, stooling frequency, constipation, and social problems in relation to bowel function. Recognition of the need to defecate was well established by age 4, but the ability to hold back defecation improved with age. Fecal accidents decreased from 11% in preschool children to 2% by 13 to 17 years (p = 0.02). Fecal staining of underwear was common (33%); the prevalence of soiling decreased with age. Stooling frequency was normal in 92%. Constipation was more common in females. Problems restricting social life in relation to bowel function were rare (0.5%). The fine-tuning of fecal continence continues to develop during childhood. Minor soiling is common in healthy individuals. Because of the changes with age, the evaluation of functional outcomes in patients who have undergone surgical treatment of anorectal malformations or other colonic disorders should include comparison with data from age-matched controls.